How small is too small and how early is too early? A survey of American obstetricians specializing in high-risk pregnancies.
Four hundred and five Maternal-Fetal Medicine specialists were surveyed to determine their clinical opinions regarding intrapartum management of the severely preterm fetus requiring delivery. Intrapartum fetal heart rate monitoring was initiated at 23, 24, and 25 weeks' gestation by 10%, 43%, and 66% of respondents, respectively. Cesarean section was not performed at less than 24 weeks' gestation or less than 500 gm fetal weight. Ninety percent of respondents were willing to perform cesarean section for fetal distress or breech presentation at 26 weeks' gestation or 750 gm fetal weight. Delivery management prior to 26 weeks' gestation or for fetuses smaller than 750 gm was variable and appeared to be individualized. Due to inherent uncertainty regarding appropriate management and observed variability of response, we conclude that studies be performed to assess objectively safety and efficacy of cesarean section for fetal indications at less than 26 weeks' gestation or less than 750 gm estimated fetal weight.